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International Labour Conference 

104th session 

 (1 -13 June 2015)  

Committee on Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises and Decent and Productive Employment 

Creation 

EU Opening Statement 

 

Madam Chair,  

 

I have the honor to speak on behalf of the European Union and its Member States.  

 

Let me first congratulate you, Madam Chair, on your election as Chairperson of this Committee. 

Our congratulations also go to the representatives of the social partners who have been elected 

as vice-chairs and with whom we will be working closely together over  the next two weeks. We 

are looking forward to it!  

 

The EU and its Member States welcome this opportunity to have an in-depth debate on Small 

and Medium-Sized Enterprises (SMEs) and their contribution to decent and productive 

employment creation. Such a discussion is timely. It has been a long time since we had a 

Conference discussion on the role and functioning of SMEs. In the meantime, the world has 

witnessed a financial and economic crisis which has had an impact on small and medium-sized 

enterprises in virtually all parts of the world. This discussion is timely, as it will enable us to 

assess the impact of globalization, economic, demographic and technological changes on small 

and medium-sized enterprises and the potential of SMEs to confront such challenges.  

 

The EU countries boast some 21 million – let me repeat: million – small- and medium-sized 

enterprises. These companies represent almost 60% of value added within the EU. They are a 

source of employment and income for 87 million people and a major source of new jobs, with 

about 85% of new jobs being created in and for small and medium-sized enterprises.  
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As in many other regions in the world, our SMEs is far from homogenous. From micro-

enterprises to family-owned businesses, from high-tech start-ups to traditional crafts, small and 

medium-sized enterprises in Europe cover a wide range of products and services and differ 

greatly from one another in all but their classification.  

 

The EU and its Member States are fully committed to promote competitiveness, productivity 

and working conditions in SMEs, not only because these SMEs provide employment 

opportunities, but also because they  have the potential to contribute considerably to the growth 

and wellbeing of local and regional communities as well as to social inclusion and gender 

equality. We consider that investment in the growth and innovation potential of SMEs will be 

decisive for our future prosperity. A good enabling business environment for SMEs is therefore 

crucial.  

 

With the overarching EU strategy Europe 2020 – built on strong values such as democratic 

institutions, consideration for economic, social and territorial cohesion and solidarity; and 

respect for the environment, cultural diversity and gender equality – we seek to promote 

sustainable and inclusive growth in Europe. In particular through actions under its social 

inclusion objective, we seek to improve the environment for industry and business, actions that 

are also extremely relevant for SMEs, by making it easier, for example, to start and terminate a 

business and by facilitating access to finance.  

 

The importance of productivity and working conditions in SMEs is, however, not only an issue 

that is of concern within the EU. We also acknowledge this in EU development cooperation. In 

third countries, we support the Decent Work Agenda, social protection schemes and floors, and 

the development of competitive local private sectors that will provide decent jobs opportunities, 

in particular for the youth, and thus reduce youth unemployment and make a substantial 

contribution to inclusive growth. The successor of the EU Action Plan for Gender in 

Development will include specific measures to improve access by women of all ages to decent 

work and to national social protection floors. In all this, respect for the eight ILO core 

conventions, is a common element. 

 

A discussion on how best to ensure quality and productive employment within SMEs is par 

excellence an issue that stands to benefit from a general discussion between the ILCs tripartite 

delegates. By bringing the perspectives of employers, workers and governments together we 
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will be able to assess whether the priorities we have set for the ILO are still valid and, where 

necessary, be able to adjust the ILOs services to its constituents.  

 

Such a reflection on ILO-priorities certainly comes at a good moment: with a second discussion 

on a recommendation to formalize informal economy, there is much scope for synergies 

between different committees at this ILC. In this regard, last year’s reflections on women, 

gender and the informal economy have been very inspiring for us. Also this ILC we will also 

need to adopt a programme and budget for the next biennium. Furthermore, our discussions can 

help guide the work to be undertaken within the broader policy agenda of the Organization. And 

finally, the 2016 discussion on Decent Work in Global Supply Chains also stands to benefit 

from our work, as many SMEs do not operate in isolation but rather in (sometimes even global) 

value chains. Indeed, we hope that this discussion will enable us to touch upon that issue, as 

well as on a number of other relevant and emerging issues, including digitalization and the 

greening of the economy.   

 

Decent work is to be an essential part of the post-2015 agenda, which will give the opportunity, 

in a universal, multi-stakeholder approach, to address some of the most pressing global issues in 

a truly transformative manner together with business. 

 

Let me now briefly turn to the report the Office has prepared to guide our discussions. We first 

of all thank the Office for the highly readable report it has prepared and its availability to 

present this report to government representatives. Both the report and the suggested points for 

discussion flow logically from one another and we are confident they provide a good basis for 

our work over the next two weeks. 

 

Indeed, chair, this year I have to say two weeks, rather than the usual three weeks, as we are 

trialing a two-week Conference. That makes your job harder – or perhaps I should say, rather 

more interesting – although we will certainly try to be easy on you. 

 

We stand ready to work with you, the Office, and all the members of this committee to 

showcase that the ILC is dynamic, relevant and important to the modern world of work. And 

indeed, that it can achieve consensus – substantive consensus, we hope – on issues that are 

crucial to a huge share of employers and workers in the modern day world of work. And that in 

a relatively short period of time. We look forward to the Office guiding and assisting our work 
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and to working together with other governments, with employers’ and workers’ representatives 

to fulfil our tasks in this Committee and to contribute to a richer insight in how we can unleash 

the full potential of job creation in SMEs in such a way that these jobs are both productive and 

of good quality.  

 

I thank you, Madam Chair. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


